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I.T is customary on the occasion of his inauguration for your President to give
you an address, and a wide variety of subjects has been chosen in previous years.
Sometimes the speaker discussed some facets of his professional work, and at other
times the address reflected his interest in matters not strictly medical, as in last
year's memorable dissertation.
It was chance which suggested the subject of my address this evening, for
there came into my hands an old minute book of the B.M.S.A., which I found very
interesting reading, and I hope the items which I have chosen for my scrap-book
will interest and entertain you.
My book of reference begins firty years ago-in 1898-but the B.M.S.A. was
already twelve years old then. It had been established in 1886 "to promote the
interests of the Belfast Medical students as regards their professional training."
As you will hear, every meeting was not devoted to "professional training."
In turning the leaves of the scrap-book one gets glimpses of the personalities
of student life and contemporary medical training, as well as of the B.M.S.A. and
its activities.
To get the background right we must first remember that Queen's was then
Queen's College, and the medical degree was awarded by the Royal University of
Ireland, the examinations being held in Dublin. The report of the President of the
old Queen's College in 1883 referred to this as follows: "Parents were naturally
reluctant to permit their sons, at the most critical period of their lives, to go far
from home, and to remain for eight to ten days exposed to the temptations of a
large city without proper oversight, and in most cases without oversight whatever."
In 1898 we find a memorial to the Senate of the Royal University of Ireland com-
plaining of the long periods of waiting undergone by candidates for oral examina-
tion, but the report reads, "not very successful as in recent examinations the state
of affairs was as bad as ever, if not worse." I understand that the waiting-room
was known as the "sweating-room," and in 1900 Mr. R. W. Fisher gave this
society his experiences of a medical examination, which he described as "grue-
some." No doubt every generation would give the same verdict of its own
experiences, but from all I can gather this description was particularly apt. The
examination which looms immediately ahead must always seem the most gruesome.
I wonder was it Mr. Fisher, who, after an unsuccessful appearance, wired his
parents, "Examiners enthusiastic-demand encore." The subject of medical
examinations is an ever-green one. Professor J. A. Lindsay read a paper to this
18Association on "Examinations from the point of view of an Examiner," which is
reported as "thoroughly interesting and practical," but I doubt if his hearers
really appreciated that examiners have a point of view, any more than do the
candidates of to-day.
Professor Lindsay had been appointed to the Chair of Medicine in 1899 and it
seems to have been a popular appointment, for in his Annual Report the Secretary
of the B.M.S.A. records that "they had endeavoured to further the candidature
of Dr. Lindsay, who had always taken a great interest in the Association." Part
of your medical reading should be Professor Lindsay's little book "Medical Axioms,
Aphorisms, and Clinical Memoranda." It was not my lot to sit under him, for he
had just been replaced by his worthy successor, Professor Thomson, who, I believe,
holds a record in this Association, having been President no less than three times.
The runners-up are Mr. Holmes, Professors W. J. Wilson, McIlwaine, Fullerton,
and Biggart, with two each.
The high light of this early period was a special meeting on 25th February,
1899, to consider a vexed question of the time Balfour's proposal to establish a
university in Belfast, and a second one in Dublin, for we must remember that the
B.M.S.A. first saw the light in the Queen's College of Belfast; the examining
bodv was the Royal University of Ireland.
One argument put forward against a Belfast university was that a degree from
the R.U.I. in Dublin carried much more weight than would a degree from a new
university. We can have no doubt that these views were sincerely held, but it is
noteworthy that the high place which the M.B. of Queen's now holds is largely
due to the work and teaching of these very men-Andrew Fullerton, Howard
Stevenson, John MacIlwaine. Fullerton was later Professor of Surgery, and
Macllwaine Professor of Materia Medica, while Mr. Howard Stevenson is well
known to you as a University Member of Parliament at Stormont.
There were debates on such subjects as "Should Ladies Study Medicine," and
the answer was "No." It is recorded that Lowry and Holmes took part in the
debate-even then they were on the side of the ladies ! At this time women
medicals were rarer than now, for it was only ten years earlier-in 1890-that
women were first admitted to the Medical Faculty and they still had to put up
with quite a lot of baiting. These pioneers must have felt the necessity for making
a good impression, for the President of the College-the Rev. Dr. Hamilton-
reported after that first momentous year: "It has been a matter of great satis-
faction to me that these young ladies have applied themselves to their work with
the most laudable assiduity and success, and that their admission to the medical
classes was attended with good results in every way."
Mr. Steen's paper on "Alcohol" was said to have been "interesting and
instructive," but whether his approach was academic or experimental and expert
is not recorded. At one of these early meetings we find the chair taken by ore
whose name is familiar to all of us-young and old-Dr. Thomas Houston, now
deservedly entitled Sir Thomas. He had been President in 1896 and in 1894 had
taken an active part in the committee of the B.M.S.A. and its contribution to
the great fair to raise money for the building of the Students' Union.
19A favourite annual diversion was a Parliamentary Night, when representatives
of the various parliamentary parties took the floor-foremost being the Irish Party,
for those were some of the stormiest days of Irish politics. It is frequently noted
that members were forcibly ejected by the Sergeant-at-Arms. At one meeting this
post was filled-most ably, I am sure-by the future Air Vice-Marshal Sir William
Tyrrell, a Rugby forward of no mean weight.
Another Parliamentary Night-in 1907-was interrupted by certain suffragettes
who made a raid on the Speaker, being removed only with the greatest difficulty
by the energetic Sergeants-at-Arms, who both showed, I am glad to say, "the
greatest chivalry in the ejection of the fair invaders."
The impact of war on medicine was evident even in those days, for in 1901 the
-Society was addressed by J. E. MacIlwaine on the work of the Irish Hospital in
the South African War. The journey to South Africa would have been a carefree
trip compared with that in the recent conflict, and I am sure the speaker had
enlivened the journey by his singing, which, a contemporary had told me, earned
him many an invitation to guest nights in other messes during his service in the
First World War. He was President of this Society in 1902-03. To my generation
he was a well-loved teacher, always interested in student affairs and athletics-
particularly rugby. I remember the Monday post-mortems on a Saturday match,
and discussions with his class on ward rounds on the pitch and other musical
qualities of the sounds heard with the stethoscope. From his great experience,
S. T. Irwin addressed his contemporaries on "Exercise" and on another occasion
on "Injuries of the Football Field." He had frequently represented Ireland at
rugby, was President of the B.M.S.A. in 1901, and is still to be seen at represen-
tative rugby responding to the need of the'injured player.
To those of you who daily labour in the various laboratories of the School, with
one eye (and that often the blind one) glued to a microscope, it will seem odd that
one event of the year was the purchase of a microscope by the B.M.S.A. for the use
of members-a friend of the Association having given £10 to be used for the
benefit of medical students. By this standard the student of to-day is spoiled when
one sees the magnificent array of equipment available.
Clinical teaching seems to have been sketchy, and the students well aware of
the dictum of Paracelsus, "The sick should be the doctor's books." A special
meeting of the B.M.S.A. was held "to consider some suggestions as to how clinical
teaching in the Belfast Royal Hospital might be improved. Attention was first
roused on this subject by the extremely lax attendance of several members of the
Visiting Staff to meet their classes each morning in the earlier part of the session,
and also by the inadequate provision made for the teaching of senior students. A
memorial was forwarded to the staff of the hospital, and as a result, there was a
very appreciable and immediate improvement in the attendance of members of the
Visiting Staff, and we also notice that Tuesday mornings will in some cases be
devoted mainly to senior students and Saturday to junior students."
At this time-1899-the Royal was really the old General Hospital in Frederick
Street, opened in 1817, and had only just received its new title of Royal Victoria
20Hospital. The new hospital in Grosvenor Road. was not opened till 1903. The old
Royal was much smaller and did not present the variety of cases now to be seen,
and successful efforts were made by the B.M.S.A. of that time to get the City
Hospital, then the Belfast Union Infirmary, opened for clinical instruction. Many
generations of students have since benefited from the- practice they got there.
Those were the days when A. B. Mitchell-President, 1891-92-was "mentioned in
despatches," as it were, from the Royal for his successful operations for perforated
gastric ulcer-still a dramatic emergency case, but not such a novel sight for the
student of to-day. Abdominal surgery was still in its infancy, but a sturdy child.
Dublin had got a flying start in the teaching of medical students, but we can
claim to have made up the leeway. Even twenty-five years ago it was the done
thing to go from Belfast to the Rotunda for practical midwifery: now it is usual
to stay here, though the Rotunda still holds an honoured place in obstetrics.
Resident pupilship is an old-established custom in our medical school, though it
is only in recent times that it has become compulsory. I have found a reference to
a discussion on the "Advantages of Residence in Hospital" in 1906-so the pupil
system was in being then, at least. In my day it was voluntary, but so widely
availed of that admission was by competitive examination, and I remember my
surprise on hearing that in many other schools it was not the custom. I think
they missed a lot, for there are useful lessons to be learned, not only in matters
of technique, but in the human contacts of the job, which are so very important.
In these days of mass production and materialistic outlook the "bedside manner"
is often sneered at, but to the patient it may mean more than a scientific and coldly
efficient investigation, th6ugh that may be required too.
The B.M.S.A. fought a long battle with the Guardians of the Belfast Union
over the admission of resident pupils; even with the support of the medical officers
of that institution it was some time before the slow-moving machinery of local
government could be set in motion. Another great need of those days was suitable
resident accommodation for maternity students, and the B.M.S.A. once again
tackled the problem and approached the medical staff, and, later, the Governors
of the Belfast Maternity Hospital, getting the reply that if the students found a
house, the Governors would be agreeable to see to its furnishing. A house was
found within five minutes of the hospital-possibly an easier task then than now-
but, nevertheless, a great responsibility for the students to undertake. It was not
easy to persuade the governing bodies of voluntary hospitals-often faced with
financial difficulties-to provide for students as well as the sick, so all the more
credit to those who did co-operate and who established a precedent for what is
now common-place. In one of the earlier lodging houses where the students
occupied the top room, they were summoned to the hospital by means of a bell
actuated by a string hanging outside to street level. One can fancy the many false
alarms given by the passers-by, who found the temptation too much for them.
The 1906 session wound up brightly with a paper on"Twentieth Century Clothing
from a Hygienic Point-of-View." The minutes read: "The paper, which envinced
a profound and exact knowledge of the mysteries of dress, both male and female,
21and a witty and amusing power of expression on the part of its author, provoked
a large amount of more or less expert criticism." The author was T. S. S. Holmes,
and the minute recorded by Arthur Joy.
One feels sorry for the office-bearers of the Association in 1904, for a special
meeting was called to declare void the proceedings of the Annual Meeting, on the
grounds that there was not a quorum present when the office-bearers were elected.
The point having been gained, this meeting proceeded to elect the same office-
bearers, thus saving embarrassment all round. The President was Dr. Carnwath,
later to be Deputy Chief Medical Officer of the Ministry of Health in London, and
since his retirement an active member of the Senate of Queen's. I hope my
election to office was in order!
The secretary of that day complained of lack of support for the meetings and
lack of speakers from among the members-a complaint which crops up every
now and then in all societies, and I have noticed several appeals for support in
those years.
However, there was a revival, for a large attendance is recorded at the
Presidential Address of Dr. C. G. Lowry in November, 1904, when he spoke on
"The History of Medicine as Revealed in Literature." I need hardly remind you
that he was the distinguished occupant of the Chair of Midwifery here for over
twenty years. It is interesting to reflect that all Queen's men who are, or have
been, medical professors at Queen's have also been presidents of this Society:
so that another unsuspected function of the B.M.S.A. seems to be to "raise"
professors. On the same evening Mr. Robert Campbell, F.R.C.S., spoke on "The
Medical Student and His Teachers," and apparently made some comments on
lectures which met with the approval of his audience. I am sure this was a worth-
while address, for Robert Campbell stood high in the regard of his colleagues,
who have perpetuated his memory in the Robert Campbell Memorial Oration given
every two years by some distinguished medical man.
Two addresses in one evening were not uncommon, and it seemed to be the
rule at the inaugural meeting. If I had known of this sooner I might have suggested
its revival this evening-to provide a supporting programme.
Every now and then the R.U.I. comes in for some criticism of the M.B.
examination. At one time it is because there are no Belfast examiners; at another
-unfair questions-and yet again the examiner who gave a private grind of six
or eight classes on the questions actually set; the heat engendered over that
penetrated from here to the Senate Room in Dublin-to good effect.
In 1905 Dr. John Rankin-a local pioneer in the subject-spoke on "Electricity
and its Application to Medicine." This was only ten years after Roentgen had
discovered a new kind of ray, which he later called the X-rays, and which was
to bring great advance in diagnosis and in knowledge of body function and treat-
ment. Dr. Rankin would remember the doubts and condemnations which greeted
this discovery-the newspapers were full of it. The following satirical verse
appeared in several newspapers:
22"I'm full of daze,
Shock and amaze,
For nowadays
I hear they'll gaze
Thro' cloak and gown-and even stays
Those naughty, naughty, Roentgen Rays."
One London firm even advertised "X-ray-proof underclothing for ladies." It would
be interesting to hear Dr. Rankin speak on the same subject to-day, for he has
seen many advances in the medical uses of electricity, and no doubt will see many
more.
An outstanding event of the years I have had under review was an address by
Professor E. A. Schafer, F.R.S., on "Resuscitation" in November, 1906, when there
was an exceedingly large attendance. Distinguished guests included the President
of Queen's, Sir Otto Jaffe-one of its great benefactors, Professors Symmers,
Symington, and Milroy. He spoke of chloroform poisoning and the importance of
pre-anaesthetic atropine, but the main part of his address was to describe and
illustrate his method of artificial respiration of the apparently drowned-familiar
to all who have studied first aid.
A name well known to all students of that day was that of Sir William Whitla,
Professor of Materia Medica here, and author of several medical best-sellers. I
cannot find evidence of his having held office in B.M.S.A., for in those days they
caught their presidents younger, but his knighthood provided a reason for that
popular event-a smoker-in his honour, which was a great success. Next month
you will hear his name again, when the magnificent new hall bearing his name
and commemorating his generosity to Queen's will be opened.
And so, with this link with the B.M.S.A. of fifty4years ago, my scrap-book closes.
I hope this brief glance backwards over fifty years will have given you some
sense of your heritage and the growth of the B.M.S.A. Tradition is an excellent
thing to have behind one, but too much can be mnade of it. The story is told of a
new American foundation, which, in announcing an innovation, finished with these
words: "This tradition begins to-morrow."' We may be surprised at what would
seem to us a strange use of the term, but it is more true than it looks at first,
for the traditions of fifty years hence are the activities of to-day.
Many will tell you the glory has departed: has departed from medicine: has
departed from the students of to-day: but neither is true.
Your generation has opportunities as had that generation of whom I have spoken.
Medicine still offers much to her followers-it will be given to few to become
great, but all can contribute to the sum of human happiness. I have every con-
fidence that the future of medicine is safe in your hands, and I should like to think
that B.M.S.A. will have done something in helping to make you "beloved
physicians."
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